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  Praise for The Terror of Living, Urban Waite’s debut novel:




  ‘Taut, savage and heart-pounding . . . tremendously assured: tightly plotted, vividly written . . . Always taut, always intelligent, always bloody, this is an

  outstanding debut thriller’ Sunday Telegraph




  ‘Creates a vivid world that reminds you of No Country for Old Men . . . Told with a force that lifts off the page . . . superb’ Daily Mail




  ‘First-time author Urban Waite has delivered a stunningly assured and nail-bitingly exciting tale filled with memorable characters who must decide at every turn where

  their loyalties lie’ Irish Independent




  ‘As the reader feels their pulse quicken it is hard not to think that one is in the hands of a seasoned professional . . . Dynamic and atmospheric with refreshingly

  strong female characters . . . A memorable debut’ Daily Express




  ‘Waite is an impressive writer with a lean, muscular style reminiscent of his obvious heroes – McCarthy, Hemingway, Steinbeck . . . truly thrilling’

  Guardian




  ‘The writing is pleasingly spare, muscular and lean, the characters sharply and sympathetically drawn, and the narrative a compelling blend of breath less plotting and

  existential angst. Beautifully descriptive of Seattle’s rural hinterland . . . remarkably assured’ Irish Times




  ‘The defining quality of Urban Waite’s gripping existential thriller is an elegant sparseness, which inevitably recalls Cormac McCarthy . . . a psychological

  murkiness counterpoints the plot’s finely tuned mechanics’ Financial Times




  ‘Waite cranks up the suspense like a veteran thriller writer . . . easily slick enough to hold the attention to the last page’ News of the World




  ‘A chilling and thrilling read. It has hints of Stef Penney’s The Tenderness of Wolves and Cormac McCarthy’s No Country for Old Men and is

  a nailbiting book’ Patrick Neale, The Bookseller




  ‘More artistry than would seem possible in a conventional thriller. His descriptions of the stark beauty of the mountains have a calming effect on the intensity of the

  cinematic action scenes . . . Waite is most eloquent when he’s probing the interior lives of the men locked in this contest of will and endurance . . . No matter who fails to survive, these

  characters all deserve to be mourned’ New York Times




  ‘A breathtaking debut from a 30-year-old who writes as if he’s been working at it for decades. This is a chase, a thriller, a western and a character study that

  combines everything in beautiful poetic prose that owes a bit to writers such as James Lee Burke and Cormac McCarthy . . . Save this one for a weekend’ Globe and Mail




  ‘Formidable . . . unfolds in short and all too memorably violent sequences, yet the author also allows his characters room to wrestle with private demons as the intense,

  often gruesome tale races towards its satisfying resolution’ Wall Street Journal




  ‘The story of two essentially good men who find themselves on opposite sides of the law – but who have more than they might wish in common . . . Waite writes

  convincingly about the joys of the wilderness, and he wisely keeps his focus on the interplay between the two main characters in this sure-footed debut’ Seattle Times




  ‘A superbly written chase novel . . . A cat-and-mouse pursuit, gut-clenching violence, loyalties sundered – all come with the genre. What is rarer is the finely

  honed literary sensibility of the writer, who conveys the sensory reality of his settings with evocative exactitude . . . Waite’s considerable talent in general serves him well’

  Houston Chronicle




  ‘Urban Waite never eases the throttle, but even at high speed, it’s the interplay between the characters that gives the novel its power. An outstanding

  debut’ Booklist




  ‘Sharply written, swiftly paced scenes . . . The meticulously calibrated prose, rushing narrative and sympathetic protagonists mark Waite as a rewarding, promising

  writer’ Kirkus




  ‘Remarkable . . . Full of character and bleakness and written with vim and intelligence [that] will linger in the reader’s mind long after the book is laid

  aside’ Library Journal




  ‘A hell of a good novel, relentlessly paced and beautifully narrated. There’s just no let-up’ Stephen King




  ‘Smart, swiftly-paced and bloody . . . Urban Waite is a writer who won’t let a reader wander away – he keeps you reading, and reading, and rewards all your

  attention with a powerhouse story and prose to match’ Daniel Woodrell, author of Winter’s Bone




  ‘A nail-biter that takes off from the get-go and never stops, a book chock-full of memorable characters and kick-ass writing. Clear your calendar before reading this

  one, folks, because once you start there’s no stopping until the end, which arrived much too quickly for this reader. A smashing debut’ Tom Franklin, author of Crooked Letter,

  Crooked Letter




  ‘Readers, including this one, will certainly be following Urban Waite for years to come’ Michael Kortyta, author of So Cold the River
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  For my mother,




  who showed me at a young age




  how to pick morels from the ashes.




  







  I wish that road had bent another way.




  Daniel Woodrell, Tomato Red




  How terrible for a person to know what he could have been. How he could have gone on. But instead having to live along being nothing, and know he is just going to die and

  that’s the end of it.




  Oakley Hall, Warlock




  







  DEAD


  IF I DON’T




  







  New Mexico




  EARLY 1990s




  







  DAY 1




  







  THE PHONE WOKE RAY AROUND THREE THIRTY in the morning. He lay there, eyes open. The neighboring

  trailer lights casting a soft orange glow through the overhead curtains and the smell of the night desert outside, ancient and scraped away, through the sliding glass window.




  Running a hand down his face, he could hear the phone still. Wasn’t this what he’d asked for? Wasn’t this to be expected? He bit at his lip, tasting the salt of dried sweat on

  his skin and feeling the pain as he rubbed at his cheeks and tried to bring some life back into his face.




  On the bedside table the phone was still ringing and he put his hand out, searching. A series of empty beer cans tumbled to the floor and he heard the soft patter of a can somewhere below that

  had been half-full.




  Too damn early.




  He pushed himself up in bed, bringing the phone to his lap, the receiver to his ear. He rested his back on the wall and waited.




  “You ready to have some fun?” Memo said.




  “Define ready.”




  Memo’s voice cracked and Ray imagined the smirk already formed on the man’s face. “I thought all you old guys woke before the sun came up.”




  “I’m not one of those ‘old guys,’” Ray said.




  “Relax,” Memo said. “It’s a compliment.”




  “Yeah? Define compliment.”




  “It’s going to be just like the old days,” Memo said.




  “I hope it isn’t.”




  The line went quiet for a moment, then Memo said, “I called to let you know the kid is on his way. Let’s let bygones be bygones.”




  Ray sounded out the syllables. “By-gones.”




  “Listen,” Memo said. “He’s my nephew and he looks up to you. He’s the future around here so try not to get him killed.” Memo’s nephew was Jim Sanchez.

  He was a kid to Ray, just out on parole after five years away. Ray with no real idea what to expect.




  “I never said I’d babysit.”




  “You also said you’d never work for us again.”




  “Things change.”




  “Yes, they do,” Memo said, then he hung up.




  Ray slid over and put the phone back on the bedside table. Life hadn’t worked out the way he’d planned it would. The only reason he’d agreed to work for Memo again was because

  the job was outside Coronado. It was in his hometown, a place where he’d married, had a son, and raised a family. All that more than ten years ago, when he was in his late thirties. His life

  had changed so much since then, since he’d taken the job with Memo. The round bump just beginning to show on Marianne’s belly. No work anywhere in the valley and Ray with a real need to

  put some money away.




  Ten years and Ray hadn’t set foot in the place, hadn’t even called home in all that time. A twelve-year-old son down there who Ray feared wouldn’t even recognize him anymore.

  All this Ray had thought about when Memo called, offering him the job, offering Ray a reason to go home, even if Ray’s own reasons these last ten years had never been good enough. He owed

  Memo that at least. Ray had wanted this for so long and never known how to do it, something so simple, a visit to see his son, a new life away from the violence of the last ten years. Memo at the

  source of it all.




  Memo had been a young man when Ray first met him. Thin and muscular with the square Mexican features that later, after his father’s death, began to round and cause Memo to appear as solid

  as a kitchen appliance, his head now bald along the top and shaved clean as metal around the sides and back.




  Ray had liked the father more than he liked the son, but it was Memo who had recognized the skill in Ray, and as Memo was promoted up, so too was Ray. Ray was good at what he did, hurting people

  who stood in the way of what Memo wanted. Enforcing the power of Memo’s family and making sure the drugs they imported always reached their destination. But Ray was careful, too, and

  he’d survived a long time by picking and choosing the jobs that came his way.




  Dark skinned, Ray had a shock of gray hair near each of his temples and the round Mexican head that had been passed down from his mother’s side, and that he’d grown used to seeing on

  his mother’s cousins and brothers as he’d grown up. With his hair cut short the definition of his jaw was more apparent, his features more pronounced where the coarse hair at his chin

  came through in a patchy beard.




  He raised his eyes to take in what he could of the room, small and clogged with cast-off clothing. The back of his throat raw with pain and tasting pure and simple as cleaning alcohol. The

  chalk-dry mouth that went along with his drinking. Seven little dwarves climbing around in the back of his head, ready to go to work, and just like that they did, rock chipping. Miniature picks

  raised overhead, pounding away at the back of his skull in unison, one after the other.




  From the nightstand he took a bottle of Tylenol. Cupped three of the pills in his hand and swallowed them dry, chasing them with an antacid, followed a second later by one of the ten-milligram

  pills the doctor at the VA had told him to take twice a day. The seven dwarves still chipping away at the back of his skull, singing a child’s song he could only now draw up out of memory,

  but that he’d once sung for his son. “Heigh-ho, heigh-ho, it’s off to work we go.”




  Ray ran the water in the sink. The single bathroom light of a wall sconce shone yellow over his features. The mirror grown heavy with steam, obscuring the round face that looked back at him.




  He held a hand under the water, feeling the heat, and then he brought the water to his face, letting it drip off his chin into the sink basin. The throbbing in the back of his head receding,

  flowing back into him little by little, medicine working, as if the men in there had gone exploring down his brain stem.




  He’d decided as soon as Memo had told him about the job that it would be the last he would do. He was going home to Coronado. He was going home to see his son. The money he’d saved

  would get him through the first few years. He’d need to look for employment after that, perhaps even roughneck in the oil fields again, but until then it would be enough. This last job would

  help him with anything extra he needed.




  In the years he’d been away he’d kept himself thin, working away on the fat that appeared from time to time at the waist of his pants or in the thighs of his jeans. Rigorously

  testing his muscles till the sweat beaded and dampened his clothing. Still he’d gained weight over the years since he’d left Coronado. What remained of the lean muscle appeared in the

  lines of his brow and the slip of his mouth as he worked his jaw in front of the mirror, lathering his face with shaving cream.




  He was careful with the razor. Each pull of the blade revealing the thin muddy brown of his skin, a mix of his father’s pink tones and the darker skin of his mother. The deep cast of his

  face swept away with the freshly shaven hair and his father’s thin, hawklike nose more prominent.




  Memo had said it was a shame what happened. Ray didn’t know what to say about it. Nothing he could say would make the past go away, bring Marianne back or cure his son, Billy. There

  wasn’t one thing Memo could do, Ray knew this, knew how it worked, how the past didn’t change but the future could.




  Far out in the trailer park Ray heard a dog begin to bark and then he heard the sound of gravel under tires. He checked his watch. He went to the kitchen window in time to see the man he assumed

  was Memo’s nephew, Sanchez, pull past in a Ford Bronco, brake lights coming on, dyeing the kitchen blinds red as desert grit.




  From the cabinet over the fridge he searched for the cracker box with his gun hidden inside. The cabinet high enough that he couldn’t see more than a few inches within and was forced to

  feel around in the darkness above, bringing out box after box and then shoving them aside. Little mementos of his former life hidden all over the trailer, tucked in beneath the bench seat in the

  living room, shoved beneath the bathroom sink, out of sight behind half-empty bottles of shampoo. All of them just small things—just what he’d thought he could take with him, what he

  thought he might want sometime down the road, but that he wanted nothing of now.




  He stood looking at a box of Billy’s playthings, knowing each and every item inside: a small plush toy, a plastic action figure, a rubber bathtub duck. Everything inside, and even the

  smooth worn feel of the box in his hand, a reminder of every reason he wanted out of this business and hoped he’d never have to do it again.




  This job was just a talk, Memo had said. Though Ray knew it would be more. It would always be more. And he knew, too, that he was out of time, and outside Memo’s nephew was waiting for

  him, waiting for him to come out of the trailer and do this job.




  Ray slid the toys back up into the cabinet. Finding the box of Ritz, Ray removed the clear plastic bag with the stale orange crackers inside and brought up the Ruger. The gun a dull metallic

  black, unreflective under the kitchen lights, pieced back together and cleaned after every use. He wrapped the pistol in his jacket before he heard the knock at the door.




  Sanchez stood there at the base of the trailer stairs, his breath clouded around him in the air. Ray pushed the door aside and walked out into the cold. He felt the air first, a dry forty

  degrees. Behind Sanchez in the trailer park half-light, the Bronco sat with the driver’s door left open and the thin drift of a Spanish music channel carried on the air. The only other

  constants the bark of the dog far off toward the park entrance and the shadowed bodies of the trailers like cast-off building blocks, scattered all down the slim gravel road. Not a one of them the

  same, scraped and dented from tenants that had come and gone and left their mark. Ray’s own trailer, an old Dalton, rented out from the park for fifty dollars a week, rested there behind him

  on wheels and cement blocks.




  Ray watched how the kid moved, looking up at Ray’s trailer like it was the first time he’d seen one and could hardly believe it. Like Memo, he was Mexican, a few inches taller than

  Ray, young and thickly muscled with his head shaved to the skin and a chin strap of black hair from one ear to the other. Wearing a hooded sweatshirt, and white tennis shoes.




  “You the new blood?” Ray asked.




  The boy stared up at him, a smile sneaking across his face. “You the old?”




  A FEW HOURS LATER RAY LEANED BACK IN THE Bronco’s seat. The darkness of the locust thicket

  wrapped all around, shadowing the shape of their vehicle from the dirt road in front of them. The drive down from Las Cruces on the interstate had been quiet. Twenty miles out Sanchez pulled over

  and let Ray drive. They headed south toward the Mexican border, down a road Ray hadn’t been on for ten years. Hardtop, cracked and filled with tar. Frozen in the high desert night and then

  warmed through again in the day. Hundred-foot cement sections bouncing steady as a heart beneath the springs. Scent of night flowers and dust in the cool desert air.




  Sitting there, Ray knew his life had been sliding away from under him for a long time and today seemed like it would be no exception. They’d driven almost two hours. At the end of it,

  after they’d pulled up off the valley highway and found the dirt road running high on the bluff, they sat watching as the sky slowly lightened in the east. No part of him wanting to be here

  and only the solitary hope he held on to that the job would be done soon enough, and with it the life he had followed for so long, for which there seemed no cure.




  There was a plan and he tried to think on this now. He’d grown up working for his father in the Coronado oil fields, his shoulders and arms carved from a daily routine that he continued

  still, doing push-ups on the floor till his heart ached and his lungs pumped a fluid heat through his bloodstream.




  “My uncle told me you retired,” Sanchez said. The slow tick of the engine in the morning air.




  “I stopped working for Memo,” Ray said. He watched Sanchez where he sat. The close cut of his hair outlining his thick eyebrows and muscled Mexican face. “I didn’t

  retire, I just don’t work for your uncle anymore.”




  “You’re working for him now, though, aren’t you?”




  “I have my own reasons,” Ray said.




  The Bronco had been stolen off a lot the night before and fitted with a flasher box, wired directly into the headlights. A spotlight bolted on just above the driver’s-side mirror, with a

  thin metal handle that reached through a rubber glove into the interior of the cab. Sanchez coming to get Ray in the night, before the sun ever crested the horizon. The younger man wearing only a

  baggy set of jeans and a black sweatshirt against the cold, the smell of tobacco and axle grease hanging thick around him.




  Ray in the waxed canvas jacket he always wore. The jacket padded to keep him warm. He wore a flannel shirt beneath, buttoned almost to the collar, and an old worn pair of jeans, stained from

  other jobs and other troubles, but worn regardless. The smell of sage and desert grit now floating up through the vents as they sat talking, their eyes held forward on the murk of the coming day.

  “I plan to move out of Las Cruces on this money,” Ray said.




  “Where?” Sanchez laughed. “Florida? You’re not that old and you should know you don’t retire from this line of work.” He brought out a small bag of tobacco

  and some papers.




  “This line of work?” Ray said.




  “You know what I’m talking about.”




  Ray told him he did. He knew a lot about what Sanchez was talking about. Perhaps he knew too much. All he really wanted was a way out, and he’d had it ten years before. Only he

  hadn’t taken it the way he knew he should have. “You’ve been lucky,” Sanchez said, packing a cigarette.




  “I have,” Ray said, agreeing. “I’ve tried not to make mistakes.”




  “The way I hear it from my uncle it was an accident. But still, mistakes were made.”




  “Mistakes?” Ray said.




  “Your cousin,” Sanchez said. “He lost his job, didn’t he? He was the sheriff and he lost his job over what happened down here. Killing that cartel woman just because you

  wouldn’t leave it alone.”




  Ray sat trying to remember exactly what he’d told his cousin Tom. What had he said? How had he put it to him? Ray’s wife, Marianne, dead and his son in there at the table with them,

  sitting in his high chair, while Ray and Tom sat talking to each other. Tom in his old cop browns, his hat thrown out on the table next to the half rack of beer Ray was drinking from. One after the

  other, like the coming day would never arrive and he didn’t want to remember what he was telling Tom to do.




  “You should have been the one down there,” Sanchez said. He finished rolling his cigarette and placed it on the dash, dipping his fingers back into the bag and beginning another

  almost in the same motion.




  “At the time I was trying not to shit in my own backyard. Coronado had its own problems; it didn’t need mine, too.”




  “Memo always said it ruined you, he said you started doing things your own way. Said you were in your prime.”




  “Is that how he put it?” Ray said. “That I was in my prime?”




  “Memo said you killed the Alvarez brothers in ’82.”




  “That was a long time ago,” Ray said.




  “I heard about what you did in Deming a few years later,” Sanchez went on. “I heard about what happened outside Las Cruces, about the farmhouse north of town. My uncle said you

  were—”




  “I’m not that man anymore,” Ray interrupted. He turned and looked at the half-finished cigarette in Sanchez’s hands, and then he looked up. “How old are

  you?”




  “Twenty-six.”




  “And you heard all this when?”




  “I picked it up over time. I heard it from the family. I heard you did a lot of the work in the seventies, and that you went pro in the eighties.”




  “You hear I was married too, you hear about my baby boy?”




  Ray watched Sanchez. The younger man wouldn’t meet Ray’s eyes—Sanchez just looking at the window now, at his own reflection. “I heard about that,” Sanchez said.




  “Mistakes,” Ray said. He put his window down and watched his breath curl in the early-morning cold. It was one thing to do a job with the idea that it was business and nothing more.

  It was another thing altogether to take it into someone’s home, into the kitchen where they ate their dinners, where their wives cooked their meals and their children roamed the floors on

  hands and knees.




  “But you dealt with it,” Sanchez said. “You handled it.”




  “I’m not that man anymore, you understand?” Ray said, his eyes scanning the darkened landscape, searching back over a history he’d run from ten years before, and thought

  that he’d left far behind. “I gave it all up.”




  “And my uncle had it all cleaned up for you?”




  “He was good about that sort of thing,” Ray said, “taking care of things.”




  “I’m sorry about your family,” Sanchez said, finally. “But still, it doesn’t change anything, you should know that.”




  “I’m not that man anymore.”




  “Whatever you are or aren’t,” Sanchez said, “you were given a call because you know this country, and you’ll play your part just like you always have.”




  “That’s all?”




  “That’s all we’re asking.”




  “You think this guy will just stop for us?”




  “Sitting in this thing with the flashers going, he’ll think you’re a cop. If he tries to run it’s probable cause for a search, and he won’t want that. All you have

  to do is go up there and ask him for his license and registration. Play your part, shine your flashlight in his window, and take the load from beneath the bench.”




  Ray drew himself up in the seat. He was looking out on the road still, listening to Sanchez. Behind him in the dark of the Bronco, Ray knew there was a long-range hunting rifle. He knew, too,

  that it was a lot of rifle for a talk on the side of the road. “You going up there with me?” Ray asked. His own Ruger nine-millimeter tucked into the pocket of the padded canvas jacket

  he wore.




  A shotgun rested against the side of the door where Sanchez could reach it, and as they’d driven down, Sanchez had flipped the safety off, then on, repeating it every ten seconds or so,

  the metallic click of the metal counting out the time. “You wouldn’t want that,” Sanchez said. “Before I went away on a charge a few years back I worked with this man pretty

  regular. He’ll know why I’m here and, more importantly, he’ll know you aren’t a cop.” Sanchez looked over at the shotgun, pausing to reach a hand out and flick the

  safety from on to off. “If I get out it will mean something altogether different.”




  “You really think he’s just going to let me take the dope?”




  “Keep the flashlight on him, don’t let him see your face or mine,” Sanchez said. “You play it right, take the dope and let him off with a warning, he can’t do

  anything about it. He’s not going to come after a cop, and he’s not going to go back to Coronado looking for a resupply. He’s stuck.”




  “Who are these people?” Ray asked.




  “The truck we’re waiting on comes up from Coronado once a month. They take the drugs up from the border and they move it north to Deming, then east on Interstate 10 to Las Cruces or

  west to Tucson. All this through a man named Dario Campo, who has a bar in town.”




  “So that’s what this is, a shakedown?”




  Sanchez swept the line of cigarettes off the dash into the envelope of his hand. “This used to be our territory,” Sanchez said.




  “I thought it was still your territory,” Ray said. “Isn’t that what all this is about? Isn’t that why my cousin lost his job and shot that woman, because Memo was

  trying to play everyone against everyone else?”




  “I don’t know what you heard, but the cartel is taking over everything these days. Our territory is half what it used to be.”




  “You ever think maybe there’s a good reason it’s not yours anymore?”




  Sanchez put his finished cigarettes in with the loose tobacco and began work on another, Ray just watching. After a time Sanchez said, “You’ve been out of the loop. I’ll give

  you that. You think you know how things are down here, but you don’t know shit. You’re going to need to be careful when you walk up there, when you take the dope. Don’t get cocky

  because you think you’ve been around longer than me.” Sanchez paused, admiring the half-finished cigarette in his hand. “Be careful with anyone who works for Dario. Dario is a

  real piece of work. Don’t leave him with anything. Don’t show your face when you take the dope. Just do your job and we’ll both be fine.”




  “I’ve been doing this for a long time,” Ray said.




  “That’s true. My uncle says you’re the best. He told me there was no one better. But I think you should know that Dario is no one to feel comfortable with. He’s out of

  Juarez and he’s cartel. The last guy who tried to pull what we’re about to pull had both hands skinned wrist to fingertips. They say Dario keeps them in his desk and wears them around

  like gloves when the weather turns cold.”




  “Sounds like Memo has been tucking you in at night.” Ray laughed. “What is that? One of your favorite bedtime stories?”




  Sanchez wouldn’t look over at him; he just sat there shaking his head, tightening the cigarette in his fingers.




  “Did Memo tell you that?” Ray said. “Did he think that would keep you in line?”




  But Ray knew that sometime in the last few minutes everything had slowed. Cartel, Ray thought. There wasn’t anything entertaining about this lifestyle anymore. Not like it used to be.




  Before his eyes the light had grown grainy and pink as the red dirt road took form out of the shadows. “This guy better be along soon,” Ray said.




  “He’ll be along,” Sanchez muttered, fitting the last of the tobacco onto the paper and then sealing it with his tongue.




  “We’ll see,” Ray said, looking out at the thicket and marking where the dirt road ran perpendicular to his vision. “I’m not interested in making more of a mess out

  of this thing than I’m willing to clean up.”




  “There’s not going to be any mess.”




  Through the window Ray heard the early-morning birdcalls, the wind pushing through the locust, and the hollow clack of the branches as they met, then bounced apart. Government BLM land and the

  smell of cows and dust—all there was now of this place, his father’s old oil property only a few miles to the south, closer than he’d been in years, and most of the land now

  rented out as grazing range to the surrounding cattle farms.




  With his arm out the window, Ray let his hand dangle there near the mirror. The whole thing made him nervous. This close to his former life and a family he’d never been completely honest

  with.




  He leaned forward and played with the spotlight, wanting to get it right, wanting it to look official. If he could just get this right he’d be free at least until the money ran out, and if

  he was smart, maybe longer.




  He went on adjusting the spotlight and watching the road until the old Chevy pickup went by about fifty feet in front of them with just its parking lights on.




  It took them only a minute to chase the truck down, Ray driving and Sanchez sitting shotgun as the pale flash of their headlights alternated in front of them, highlighting the back of the truck

  bed. Ray had the spot turned on and through the back pane of glass he saw a man wearing a wide-brimmed hat. His skin pale beneath the spotlight. Another man beside him that neither Ray nor Sanchez

  had been counting on, but the man was there regardless.




  Ray thumbed the Ruger’s safety off. “You know something about this?” Ray asked. He leaned forward and slid the pistol beneath his belt, watching the old Chevy where it sat a

  hundred feet in front of them, the faint outline of the parking lights visible through the early-morning haze.




  “Doesn’t matter,” Sanchez said. “It’s the same as it was before.”




  With his forearm, Ray leaned into the door and pushed it open. He was carrying in his left hand a flashlight, hitting it in rhythm against his leg. The thick light of the spot falling everywhere

  and the shadow he cast before him, into which he stepped, deep and dark as an abyss.




  Nothing out there except the smell of desert flowers, dirt, and cow dung. A slim line of yellow tree tobacco growing like a weed along the side of the road, barely visible in the coming dawn. He

  clicked the flashlight on, holding it over his shoulder as he came to the truck. Ray knew men like this could be jumpy when it came to police.




  He was near even with the cab now. The light raised as he came forward. Ray knew this man. His name was Jacob Burnham and he’d been working this land since Ray had been a kid. And in a

  rush, he knew, too, why Memo had been so insistent on having Ray work this job.




  Ray had known Burnham all his life. They’d run drugs together when Ray was just getting into the business. The first meeting he’d ever had with Memo’s family had been set up by

  Burnham, twenty years Ray’s senior, pale skinned, with his veins showing blue beneath his flesh and his hair silver as mercury even all those years before.




  Burnham was the local guy. The one who had been in Coronado all along, moving the dope up across the border. He was the one Ray would hear stories about as a boy, whispered to him as Burnham

  turned a corner a block up and fell out of sight. Now Ray worked in the same business as this man. Had for more years than he cared to admit. Doing the same type of work, the same profession, and

  he knew those same people down in Coronado probably still whispered Ray’s name, just like they had all those years before with Burnham.




  He never let his eyes drift away from Burnham, who sat waiting in the driver’s seat. The beam of the flashlight held up to the driver’s-side window, blinding the old man. When he was

  satisfied Burnham wasn’t holding anything, he rapped on the glass with his knuckle and waited while the window came down.




  “Morning, Officer.”




  “You have any identification on you?” Ray said, flattening his voice till it was unrecognizable as anything Burnham might remember.




  The man dug around in his back pocket. The beige cowboy hat he wore shifted to the side, wide brimmed and flat in a style Ray couldn’t remember seeing on any other man outside Coronado.

  Burnham pulled up his wallet, thumbed out the driver’s license, and handed it over to Ray.




  “Jacob Burnham,” Ray said. He ran a thumb over the ID, looking at the picture of the man on the card. Stone white and skin wrinkled, with gray-silver hair combed to the right and cut

  at odd angles like he’d done it himself. “And who’s in the passenger seat over there?” Ray saw Burnham’s eyes dart toward the other man, then come back to rest on

  Ray.




  “His name’s Gil Suarez,” Burnham said.




  “Is that right?” He handed back the man’s ID. “Would the both of you mind just stepping out of the vehicle?” Ray said, still holding the light over his

  shoulder.




  Burnham hesitated. His eyes turned up on Ray and his breath moved steady through the beam of the flashlight before falling away again into the darkness. “You’re not dressed like any

  sheriff’s deputy I’ve seen.”




  “I’m not any ordinary sheriff’s deputy,” Ray said. The old man squinted out past the light, trying to figure Ray, but looking to the side where the light wasn’t as

  strong. “Sorry,” Ray said, “you just don’t know these days who’s traveling around on these roads. I’d rather have you out here where I can see you and I

  don’t need to go guessing what you have in your hand or under your seat.”




  The old man sighed, letting his breath out in a long whistle like he was about to take a high fall into a cold lake. “We weren’t doing anything illegal,” Burnham said.

  “And we’re within our rights just to stay here.”




  “I know what your rights are,” Ray said. He shifted his eyes to where Gil Suarez sat in the passenger seat, judging whether the younger man was going to be a risk, then he ran them

  back over to Burnham. He watched the old man and when he moved to get out, Ray already had his hand resting close over his hip. “I’m just checking to make sure about something,”

  he said.




  Burnham was halfway out the door when Gil Suarez made a run for it, the gun up out of Ray’s belt as he came around the cab looking for a clear shot. Gil keeping low, angling toward the

  protection of the locust thicket at the side of the road. Burnham up out of the cab now, his arms outstretched and going for the pistol in Ray’s hand. Ray shoved the old man to the ground and

  came forward along the truck looking for his shot. Gil almost at the thicket. There wasn’t anything else to do, Ray squeezed down on the trigger and the muzzle flash lit the truck cab up like

  a yellow flare, the bullet ricocheting off the metal roof and caroming into the early-morning gray.




  At the sound of the shot, Gil ducked and kept running. Ray was aiming too low. He didn’t know if Gil had a gun, or what he might be carrying. Burnham now up out of the dirt and making his

  own escape around the back of the pickup, keeping low in his stride as he tried for the thicket. Ray fixed his sight on the old man and came around the side of the truck.




  He didn’t want to shoot Burnham, but he knew he would if Burnham didn’t stop. Ray was almost around the edge of the truck when the big boom of the shotgun caught Burnham midstride.

  He saw the old man fly sideways and disappear over the edge of the road. When he turned he saw Sanchez, up out of the Bronco, pump the twelve-gauge once and then fire again toward the running

  figure of Gil. Gil fell in the dirt ten feet out from the road. Splatter of buckshot all through the dirt where he’d tripped.




  Lucky son of a bitch, Ray thought.




  Sanchez pumped the shotgun a second time as the kid got up and ran forward across the sandy wash between the road and the wall of brush, half falling as he disappeared into the thicket of

  green-brown locust.




  Ray stood there with the Ruger pointed into the bushes. The sound of the shotgun fading away down the valley as the wind clattered through the dense roadside growth all around them.




  He turned and looked to where Sanchez stood next to the Bronco. “Get that rifle out of the back,” Ray said. He sheathed the Ruger in his belt, turning to mark the place the kid had

  gone from sight. Trying his best to discern a path through the locust. He waited with his hand held out for the rifle.




  Sanchez leaned back into the Bronco and came out with the hunting rifle. He was holding the rifle and he one-handed the shotgun to Ray over the open passenger door. “I’ll take the

  younger one,” Sanchez said.




  Ray held the shotgun in his hands. He’d caught it high on the barrel and he could feel the hot metal on his skin, the sulfur scent of gunfire fresh in the air. “You hit him

  anywhere?” Ray asked.




  “Not that I saw.”




  Ray stood looking at the place Gil had gone into the thicket. He didn’t think the kid would get far, knew he would run out of cover in the lowlands after a few hundred meters, where the

  highway cut north along the valley floor. Still, it was nothing but shadow in there and dense brush. Light seeped up off the horizon to the east and bled into the sky. Everything above a gray-blue

  haze and their own shadows stretched away long and skinny to the west. “If he gets out of the bush, he’ll see the valley highway.”




  “Nowhere to hide on that bottomland.” Sanchez held the rifle in one hand and with the other he dug out three shotgun shells from his pocket. Cupping them in his hand, he gave them

  over to Ray.




  Sanchez pushed the bolt back on the rifle, looked into the chamber, and then pushed the bolt forward again. The rifle took .308s, almost two inches in length and shaped like miniature missiles.

  Each of them big enough to take down a four-hundred-pound mule deer, and powerful enough to rip through skin and muscle and snap bone. “Did you see me wing the old man?”




  “I saw it,” Ray said.




  Sanchez took a few steps toward the ditch where Burnham had fallen and the soft gurgle of his breath could be heard. “He’s still alive.”




  “I can see that, too,” Ray said, following Sanchez to where Burnham lay.




  Sanchez turned around, looking for approval. “Pretty good, eh?”




  “You better get going. That kid’s just out there running and you’ve got less than a thousand meters on that scope,” Ray said. He was holding the spare shotgun shells in

  his palm, and he started to feed them down into his pocket, waiting to see what Sanchez would do. “Memo wanted me on this job because he wanted Burnham to recognize me, didn’t

  he?”




  Sanchez nodded. He was looking toward Burnham where he lay in the dust.




  “I told you it was going to be a mess,” Ray said.




  “No mess,” Sanchez said. The flash of a smile and the brief pride Ray hated to see on the younger man’s face. “My uncle set this up pretty good, didn’t

  he?”




  Ray paused, letting that sink in.




  “There’s a shovel in the back of the Bronco.”




  “Why would there be a shovel?” Ray said, refusing to believe what he was hearing.




  Sanchez didn’t seem to register what Ray had said. He was already moving away toward the edge of the road and the high thicket of locust, with the rifle in his hand.




  Ray raised his voice; loud enough that Sanchez couldn’t ignore him. “Why would there be a shovel in the back of the Bronco?”




  “For messes,” Sanchez said over his shoulder, taking the bank feet first, sliding down till he came out on the wash.




  The truth was that as soon as he’d seen Burnham, Ray had known this would be the way it would go. There never was going to be a talk on the side of the road. He’d pushed that all

  away now. He’d pushed it deep down inside of him along with everything else.




  All Memo’s talk had been just an excuse, a way of getting him here so that he could do what he did best, what he hated to do, and what he’d thought he was done with. They

  weren’t there for a simple shakedown. They were there to get rid of the competition. Now he watched Sanchez go, disappear into the brush with the rifle held out in front of him like some sort

  of divining rod, chasing down Gil’s path.




  Ray turned and looked at Burnham’s truck. Both doors hung open and the light from the flashers pulsed over everything. The old man lying in the shadows at the edge of the road. His body

  thrown out along the ditch, turned over on his back, the air in his chest barely moving his lungs, still alive. Blood pooling slowly beneath him in the dirt. It’s a terrible way to die, Ray

  thought, buckshot like that.




  Ray knew this man. He’d known him almost his whole life and he crouched next to Burnham and watched the old man’s wet eyes begin to cloud over. The slow labor of Burnham’s

  breath ticking away at Ray’s feet as the focus went out of his face. Ray shifted to one knee, watching Burnham where he’d landed after being blown a yard off his feet, little gurgling

  sounds coming up out of his throat. Buckshot all down the right side, he held one of his hands tight to his body, trying to hold back the blood. And with the other he gripped the earth near his hip

  as if he might lose his hold and spin loose.




  The old man must have been nearing his seventies. Blood showing on his face where the wound in his cheek leaked a deep ruby color into the white of his beard, his face tight with the pain as he

  tried to move and the skin of his forehead drawn white and clean as fresh paper.




  Burnham closed his wet eyes and then opened them again in a slow blink. “Times have changed,” the old man said, blood on his lips where he’d put them together to speak.




  “Times are the same, viejo, it’s just you that has changed.”




  Burnham looked up and found a focus. Ray knew the man recognized him, knew it just as surely as he knew his own face in the mirror. They were kin in some strange way, connected by who they were

  and what they did, and it was a sickening realization. Somehow through all this, years before, Ray had thought perhaps their relationship would end just the way it was now. There were no surprises

  and nothing to spare Ray from the future he had imagined all those years before.




  Ray didn’t know how long the old man had been working this area, but it was over now. From the pocket of his shirt Ray removed his pack of antacids. Resting his weight on the one knee, he

  chewed at the bitter pill while the old man lay dying on the ground.




  “Times have changed,” the man said again. “You think they haven’t, but they have. You’re old enough. You should know it.”




  Ray didn’t want to be like this man, not at all. He stood, trying to put some space between them, but watching the old man the whole while. In his hand he held the shotgun loose in his

  palm, the chalk taste of the antacid in his mouth. With one hand on the stock of the gun, he fished the spare shells from his jeans pocket and began to load them into the belly.




  “All this used to be open country,” Burnham said. “Just like you can still find some places down south. Now it’s all parceled up and sold off and you can’t go

  anywhere without someone knowing.” Burnham leaned his head to the left and spat blood into the dirt, then turned his head back up so he could see Ray. The ball of shot that had caught him in

  the cheek looked deep and dark as a well in the man’s face. “I used to ride all over this land with my family, with my brother and my father, but that’s all gone now, you

  understand?”




  The pool of blood beneath the man, an outline in the dirt, was gradually expanding. His eyes drooped once, then again. Ray let him speak, let him get it out. It was what Ray knew he’d want

  when the time came for him, when he had his final say and tried to make right with the world. When he tried to tell how he’d gotten down this path, and how he regretted it every day, but

  didn’t know how to turn back.




  The old man coughed and blood erupted out the side of his cheek. He leaned his head to the side and spat again. Then turned back and fixed Ray like the conversation was ongoing and the man had

  merely paused to allow Ray the chance to speak. “We used to rustle cattle when the land was open and you could run them all the way down to Mexico and not see a soul.” His wet eyes

  closed and then opened. “I suppose I put myself in this mess.” He paused again, looking up at Ray. “I recognize you, you know? Gus’s kid. I always wondered where you’d

  gone and I guess now I know. You still work for Memo, don’t you?”




  “Yes.”




  “You know he’s playing crooked with all of us? I worked for his father, too. A long time ago, before you even came around, but Memo is something different. He doesn’t respect

  the old ways—doesn’t respect anything anymore.” He stopped to gather his breath before going on again, pink spittle showing in the corners of his mouth. “There used to be

  rules for this sort of thing. Memo’s father knew them, but it’s not like it used to be, not anymore.”




  “Is that why you went over?” Ray said. “Is that why you started working for the southerners?” Ray stood there looking down. The shotgun waiting and ready at his side. He

  knew this man, but it didn’t matter. None of it did anymore. He would do the job no matter what the man said. It didn’t matter.
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